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[John Ross is a free-lance journalist who has written on Mexican political and economic affairs for
years. He wrote this piece at the UN International Conference on Financing for Development in
Monterrey.]
The Monterrey Consensus, a document conceived in Washington and imposed upon developing
nations at the UN's International Conference on Financing for Development in Monterrey, is being
marketed by its architects as the ultimate global bargain between rich nations and poor. But the
planet's most impoverished nations are not convinced that this UN-sponsored initiative, presented
at the summit on March 18- 22, is such a great deal after all. At the heart of the dispute is the amount
of money that rich nations are willing to spend to meet the goals established at the millennium to
cut extreme poverty in half by 2015.
With foreign aid to the poorest countries in steep decline since the 1997 Asian economic crisis,
development aid has virtually dried up for those nations at the bottom of the barrel. Africa where
the AIDS epidemic has lowered human life expectancies significantly in recent years lost 40% of all
development aid in the booming 1990s.
The World Bank says US$60 billion to US$80 billion will have to be raised each year to come close
to cutting extreme poverty in half. Yet the rich northern donor nations fall far short of this goal.
Although the developing world has long petitioned the world's wealthiest nations to set aside 0.7%
of their GDP to finance development, response has been negligible. Monterrey was no exception.
The 15-member nation European Union (EU) only reserves between 0.33% and 0.39% of its income
for aid to developing nations. Nonetheless, EU donations are three times that of the world's largest
economy, the US, which kicks in only 0.1% of its annual GDP, or about US$10 billion. In contrast, the
US defense budget, swelled by US President George W. Bush's War on Terrorism, totals nearly US
$400 billion this fiscal year.
Stung by criticism of its poor donation record, Washington announced a US$5 billion increase in
aid over the three-year period beginning in 2004. This commitment breaks down to a little more
than US$1 a year per capita for the 1.2 billion people who earn US$1 or less a day. Bush's less-thanlargesse has so many strings attached that recipient nations will be tied in knots for years to come.
US contributions are conditioned on compliance with the requirements of the US War on Terrorism,
structural-adjustment guidelines set by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and free-market
reforms.
Nations receiving Washington's aid must support free trade and purge themselves of corruption,
although in the throes of the tawdry Enron scandal, Washington continues to advertise itself as a
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paragon of clean government. Nongovernmental organizations argue that denying bread to the
starving because the rulers of their countries are corrupt is cruel and unusual punishment.

Summit fails to address debt problems in developing nations
Missing from the Monterrey agenda was discussion of how to deal with the billions of dollars in
debt owed by developing countries, which neoliberal economists argue is no longer a problem. Yet
poor nations paid out far more in debt service alone to the rich nations than they received back in
aid during the 1990s. Although forgiving the debt of the 25 most-impoverished countries could be
a vital step in meeting millennium goals, debt relief was dismissed as a way of funding sustainable
development at the UN summit.
The attacks on New York and Washington on Sept. 11, 2001, provided a dark subtext for the
Monterrey meeting. UN Secretary General Kofi Annan reminded participants that the world cannot
be really safe so long as one-fifth of humanity lives on US$1 or less a day. World Trade Organization
(WTO) director Michael Moore also touched on this concept by characterizing world poverty as "a
time bomb." Critics repeatedly expressed fears that US aid would be directed at geopolitical allies
in the War On Terrorism rather than those who need it most, as was the case during the Cold War
when communism was Washington's chief bogeyman.
The events of Sept. 11 were clearly a focus of Bush's agenda when he arrived in Monterrey on March
21 on the first leg in a three-country tour of Latin America, with trips to Peru and El Salvador to
follow. The US president's first order of business was a meeting with Mexican President Vicente
Fox and Canada's Prime Minister Jean Chretien to discuss strengthening North American security
defenses and tightening both the Mexican and Canadian borders.
Bush also met twice with Fox in an effort to revive immigration reforms that were torpedoed by
the events of Sept. 11, but no breakthroughs were announced. In addition, Bush participated in a
rare four-hour retreat with Fox and 50 heads of state, purportedly to brainstorm a way out of world
poverty.
Conspicuous by his absence at the high-level tete-a-tete was Cuban President Fidel Castro. The
sudden arrival and departure of Castro, who denounced current aid levels as "genocide" even
before he touched down in Monterrey, all but stole the show from the US president. In perhaps the
shortest speech of his long oratorical career, Castro criticized the world economy as "a big casino,"
denounced the Monterrey consensus as "humiliating," and described the current levels of foreign
aid as "crumbs tossed by the masters of the world."
The US delegation, led by UN Ambassador John Negroponte, walked out during Castro's speech,
but delegates from many poor nations in Africa and Latin America rose to give the Cuban leader
a standing ovation. Castro then stormed out of the plenary session and flew back to Cuba, along
with Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez. Peru's President Alejandro Toledo also left the summit
abruptly following a deadly terrorist attack outside the US Embassy in Lima.
Other embattled Latin American presidents, Eduardo Duhalde of Argentina and Andres Pastrana of
Colombia, stuck it out, but Brazil's Fernando Cardoso never even showed up in Monterrey. Castro's
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angry departure startled Fox and Foreign Relations Secretary Jorge Castaneda, who both denied
complicity in precipitating his quick exit from the summit. Cuban officials later suggested that
White House National Security Adviser Condaleeza Rice had threatened to cancel Bush's visit if
Castro lingered in Monterrey. "This is like Cinderella," said Ricardo Alarcon, president of the Cuban
parliament, who led his country's delegation. "Fidel was invited to the ball but he had to be home by
a certain hour."
Fox and Castaneda, meanwhile, promoted the Monterrey summit as an opportunity for Mexico to
finally take its rightful place at the global table. "Monterrey In the Eyes of the World," television
commercials blared for days after the summit had run its course. But not all of Monterrey was
included in this promotion. Mayor Jesus Cantu, a member of Fox's center-right Partido Accion
Nacional (PAN), reportedly sent city workers into threadbare colonies clinging to the sides of
towering Saddle Mountain, to paint them the color of the earth in a futile exercise to camouflage the
poor.
Street kids were rounded up and taken to shelters and beggars removed from downtown sidewalks.
A flimsy wooden wall was thrown up apparently to keep poor neighbors skirting the center of
the city from offending the sensibilities of the distinguished visitors. The Monterrey government
found it nearly impossible to tuck away from public view the 1 million or more poor residents
within the city limits. UN Habitat director Anna Kajamolo took a break from the summit to meet a
group of garbage collectors at a landfill on the periphery of the city. Surveying the strewn, waterless
landscape, the UN official told a local reporter, "You know, this looks a lot like Africa."

-- End --
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